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Last week my computer was stolen. Thieves broke into my office and took a range of gear, most of it easily replaceable. Except the data on my computer.

I have never lost a computer before, or had one stolen. Nor have I ever had a hard disk break down on me, as occasionally happens. But now that my computer, and everything on it, is gone, I am reminded once more of the importance of backing up data.

It could have been much worse. I backed up all my data last October, so all my historical stuff before that date is still in existence. (I keep everything I have ever written on my hard disk – millions of words going back twenty years).

Most of the work I have done since that backup, such as copies of this column, I can retrieve from the people I have done the work for. My address book is backed up on my personal organiser (I use a Psion). And I am not right in the middle of any major projects at the moment – I recently finished a couple, and a couple more start this week. If I had been half way through a major article or research project, I would have lost everything.

It’s still a real inconvenience, though. I have had to get a new computer, then begin the painstaking process of reconstructing my professional life as well as possible. There’s lots of photos from my holiday in France, and letters from friends, and the historical data on my wine cellar software, that is all gone forever. How ephemeral is the stuff of our life in the digital age. I also tailor my software extensively, and I have to do all that from scratch.

What is your situation? How would you be placed if you computer was suddenly lost or stolen, or if the data on your hard disk become irredeemably corrupted? What would you lose? Those of us who use PCs only at work are usually fortunate that their systems are backed up regularly, though I know of many businesses that are less than attentive to this process. But I know of few individuals who back up their data as often as they should.

I suppose I’m a good example. You never worry about it until it happens to you, I had had become a bit slack. I have been a computer operator and a computer salesman, and I have made a career advising people about computers and the computer industry. I’m pretty computer-literate. But I work from home, for myself, and I don’t have a corporate computer system to back me up. And now I have been caught out.

So, I am fixing things. Shutting the stable gate after the proverbial horse has bolted. But, as I say, I count my blessings that it wasn’t much worse than it was. Perhaps my story will help you.

What are the best ways to back up data nowadays? Floppy disks are now all but useless – they simply don’t hold enough data (1.44 Megabytes) in these days of large files and massive hard disks. Most laptops don’t even have floppy drives any more – it’s easier to mail files backwards and forwards on the Internet.

Unfortunately no standard has emerged to replace floppy disks. A few companies have come up with some high capacity alternatives, but they have never become universal. I prefer the zip drives from Iomega, which you can buy in most computer stores and which now have a 250 Megabyte capacity, which is large enough for most backups. You can also get high capacity tape drives, but these can be a bit of a hassle. Iomega also now has a small 20 Megabyte drive called a click drive, which fits in a PCMCIA slot with a tiny removable disk that is great for backing up and sharing small amounts of data.

There are other alternatives to backing up on disk or tape. There are plenty of companies around that will automatically back up your data over the web (for a price), and allow you to retrieve it at any time. (See www.dataguard.com.au and www.techex.com.au for two Australian examples). I have a friend who has created his own website, for his own use, where he stores all his data. This is the way of the future.

One of the problems with remote data storage is that current Internet bandwidth connections are not broad enough to allow large amounts of data to be easily transferred. This is changing quickly as bandwidth increases. I believe that in the not too distant future it will be commonplace to store our data on large servers via the Internet. We trust the bank with our money, why not a databank with our data? There are certainly economies of scale in doing it this way, and if it happens automatically you needn’t even think about it.

My recent theft made me realise the extent to which data, kept in an electronic digital format, defines much of our lives in the 21st century. I for one do not care to have such a large part of my life removed again, and I have taken steps to ensure that the unfortunate occurrence will not be repeated.
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